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Review Essay

robert m. utley’s biography of geronimo
Robert Wooster

A

s former chief historian of the National Park Service and prolific author,
Robert M. Utley has shaped our understanding of the American West
for five decades. His celebrated books include histories of the massacre at
Wounded Knee, the Indian frontier from 1846 to 1890, the mountain men,
and the Lincoln County War; two volume histories of both the U.S. Army
in the nineteenth century West and the Texas Rangers; and biographies of
George A. Custer, Billy the Kid, and Sitting Bull. Featuring careful research,
elegant prose, incisive analysis, and the ability to explain complicated events
to a broad audience, Utley has always been willing to examine controversial
subjects and, when necessary, to challenge conventional orthodoxy and current fashion. His newest project, Geronimo (2012)—a biography of the storied
Apache leader—fits admirably within those traditions, and will serve as the
standard scholarly account of the subject for years to come.
Utley devotes considerable attention to documenting Geronimo’s life story.
Born in 1823 in the upper Gila River Valley of the Mogollon Mountains of
western New Mexico, Geronimo was a member of the Bedonkohe band of
the Chiricahua Apaches. As a young man he followed Mangas Coloradas
(Red Sleeves), taking part in the raids and wars of his people into Sonora and
Chihuahua. The murder of Mangas Coloradas while in U.S. Army captivity in
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1863, followed by the death of Cochise in 1874, loosened the old Chiricahua
alliances. All the while, Geronimo participated in numerous raids into Mexico
and throughout the American Southwest. Captured in 1877 and removed to
the San Carlos Agency, he made his first break from reservation life following
a tiswin drunk and led his followers into Mexico before returning in January
1880. A second flight to Mexico came twenty months later, with Geronimo
assuming an increasingly visible leadership role on both sides of the border.
He dodged Mexican and U.S. troops until he surrendered to Gen. George
Crook’s officers and Indian scouts, who tracked him deep into Mexico, in
May 1883.
Geronimo’s final breakout came in May 1885. Following another extended
foray into the Sierra Madre, he again agreed to terms with Crook, only to
bolt before returning to Arizona. With Geronimo attacking travelers and
settlers, Gen. Nelson A. Miles, who replaced Crook as commander of the
Department of Arizona, mobilized nearly five thousand regulars and soon
drove the army’s nemesis back into Mexico. Even so, it was only after the
government packed the remaining reservation Chiricahuas off to Florida
and Miles adopted Crook’s strategy of using Indian auxiliaries led by regular
officers that Geronimo ultimately surrendered in September 1886. As de facto
prisoners of war, Geronimo and the Chiricahua fighters were dispatched to
Fort Pickens, Florida. In May 1888, all of the Chiricahuas were reunited at
Mount Vernon Barracks, Alabama. Six years later, high rates of sickness and
mortality led the War Department to transfer them to Fort Sill, Oklahoma
Territory, where the aging Geronimo spent the remainder of his life.
To understand the complex life of his complex subject, Utley correctly insists
that the twenty-first-century reader must understand the culture and lifeways of
nineteenth-century Chiricahua Apaches while recognizing that contemporaries
usually did nothing of the sort. “Indian-white relations were best understood
in terms of two radically different ‘thoughtworlds,’” he explained in the preface to the second edition of The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, “condemned
never to understand each other, forever to talk past each other” (Utley [1963]
2004, p. xiii). Particularly significant to Geronimo’s story was the Chiricahua
distinction between raiding and open warfare. Whereas raids were designed
to replenish needed goods and secure material gain without risking casualties,
wars sought revenge for insult or injury. Of course victims of Chiricahua raids
recognized no such distinctions, demanding armed responses to any loss of
life and property. Such retaliation escalated violence and justified the quest
for revenge between these very different cultures.
As Utley demonstrates, tribalism and factionalism among Chiricahuas
also rendered impossible the American myth that Geronimo was ever “chief”
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of anything, or that he was solely important as a warrior. Even among his
own Bedonkohes he tended to defer to hereditary chiefs. Never the equal of
Mangas Coloradas as a diplomatic or political leader, Geronimo lacked the
allegiance of all of the Chinenne, Chokonen, and Nednhi Chiricahuas, although various white officials dubbed him “captain” of various combinations
(pp. 95, 98). In the wake of his final surrender, for example, only twenty-seven
Chiricahuas boarded Florida-bound trains, including fifteen men (two of
whom were scouts who had worked for the army), nine women, and three
children. In the last two years of warfare, he and his followers engaged in
only two minor skirmishes with the army. For a man whose reputation among
whites rested on his military exploits, it was Geronimo’s ability to avoid combat
that characterized his most effective years as an Apache leader.
Although the nation’s perception of him stemmed more from sensational
newspaper accounts than reality, Utley shows that Geronimo nonetheless
enjoyed great stature among his people. In addition to displaying courage
and skill during raids and wars, his Apache peers credited him with possessing a special “Power,” an indefinite but very real talent to influence future
events (pp. 2, 21). Rivals and followers alike agreed that as a shaman whose
songs and ceremonies summoned mystical forces, Geronimo enjoyed healing
powers, the ability to bring rain, and the power to locate or escape from the
enemy. Among his revelations was an insistence that no bullet or projectile
would ever hurt him; to a people who revered military deeds, such a belief
could be powerful medicine indeed. Even during his captivity Geronimo
remained an influential figure, generally supporting the continuation of
traditional culture, acting as school disciplinarian, and presiding as justice of
the peace in tribal disputes. Geronimo’s decisions, wrote one contemporary
officer, were “‘eminently wise, acute, and to the point. He has an excellent
influence over the other Indians’” (p. 243).
Utley launches a direct assault on yet another simplistic myth, which by
sheer repetition has gained wide acceptance: the assertion that Indians fought
righteous wars simply to protect their homelands from the intrusions of outsiders. Although such was often the case, it never applied to Geronimo. “The
upper Gila River and Mogollon Mountains comprised his actual homeland,”
insists Utley, which “could be broadened into southwestern New Mexico
and southeastern Arizona” (p. 130). Mexico, the site of so many of his raids
and wars, was by no means part of his homeland. Indeed, Geronimo and
many Chiricahuas held a special hatred of Mexicans. In Geronimo’s case,
this enmity seems to have stemmed from the deaths of his wife and three
young children at the hands of Mexican soldiers in 1851. In Utley’s view,
Geronimo did not fight to protect his tribe’s ancient claims; rather, he
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fought “for his values and life-way,” a more complex yet ultimately satisfying
description (p. 263).
Consequently, the present treatment is not as sympathetic as Angie Debo’s
earlier standard, Geronimo: The Man, His Time, His Place (1976). Alternately
defiant and submissive, suspicious to the point of conspiratorial, a notorious
liar (to whites as well as other Indians, including Chiricahuas), torturer, and
murderer, Utley’s Geronimo is “a not very likeable man,” who interpreted his
culture to best meet his own purposes (p. 3). Thus this “deeply committed
family man” had nine wives and protested most vigorously when the army
insisted that wife-beating must end (p. 267). As the author acknowledges, the
complicated nature of his subject’s personality belies any facile characterizations. For example, the “complex and contradictory” Geronimo accepted the
white man’s medicine in seeking a cure for his venereal disease even as he
remained an acknowledged healer among his own people; an exceptional
tactician, on several occasions he relaxed his vigilance, which allowed Mexican and U.S. enemies to sack and destroy his encampments (p. 264).
In his epilogue of Geronimo, Utley juxtaposes Geronimo with other famous
Indian leaders. Utley describes Sitting Bull as “an undeviating product of his
culture,” a leader who acted in accord with the ways of his people (p. 268).
In his study of Geronimo, however, Utley finds no such unifying theme.
Confronted with this conundrum and acknowledging that white and Indian
perspectives were often fundamentally different, Utley bravely eschews the
safe, traditional narrative in which the omniscient historian outlines what
happened, when it happened, and why it happened. In its place, Geronimo
takes its readers not on a straight line, but on a more difficult path which
often presents events first as Geronimo and his fellow Chiricahuas understood
them, followed by a recounting of those affairs from the alternate white worldview. Though intellectually honest, this represents a courageous choice, for
the resulting complexity requires even the most experienced scholar to read
and re-read the twisting narrative. In a sense, Utley is like the bold political
leader who stakes his reputation upon a policy that is sure to fully please no
one. To fully realize the richness of the subject, he challenges readers to be
intelligent, thoughtful, and determined to understand the past, even if that
past confounds any easy simplifications.

